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Mexico City Mayor Miguel Mancera’s administration started the year with a promising
announcement for the beleaguered residents of the Mexican capital who have endured numerous
water shortages and face the prospect of water scarcities in the future. On Jan. 21, the Mexico City
government said a team of geologists had discovered a huge aquifer in the southeastern section
of the city, near the city’s wholesale food and produce distribution center (Central de Abastos).
The aquifer is 2,000 meters underground in the Iztapalapa borough, the most populated district in
Mexico City.
On the day after the discovery was announced, a huge headline on the front page of the Mexico City
daily newspaper Reforma read, "¡Agua a la Vista!" (Water in Sight!).
But the same experts who made the discovery cautioned residents against becoming too optimistic.
They pointed out that, while the new supply could help ease the strain on the capital, it would not
completely solve the water problems. "This is a lucky finding of medium importance," geologist
Federico Mooser said in an interview with the Los Angeles Times.
Still, the administration views the discovery as significant. "It’s a deep aquifer of significant
proportions, but they haven’t been quantified yet and the next step is to carry out the necessary
studies to see its real potential for sustainable extraction," Ramón Aguirre, director of the Sistema de
Aguas de la Ciudad de México, said in a radio interview.

Experts view discovery with caution
City officials have suggested that the new aquifer contains enough water to supply the capital’s
water needs for a century, but experts—including Aguirre—are treating those predictions with a
measure of caution.
"Even if there’s more than 100 years of extractable water ... that doesn’t mean it’s enough to supply
the city for more than 100 years. That difference needs to be pointed out," said Aguirre, who
noted that greatest benefit of such a discovery is that it could provide emergency supplies during
droughts.
Experts are urging residents of the capital not to view the discovery as a panacea for the city’s water
shortages. "This new aquifer is merely a drop in the bucket in our efforts to solve the problem of
water shortages," said Manuel Perló Cohen, a researcher at the Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales
of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM). "At this point we do not know the true
dimensions of the aquifer, and it could take two years to gather the necessary information to form a
complete picture."
Eric Morales Casique, another member of the four-person team of geologists who discovered the
aquifer, agreed that more exploratory wells would have to be drilled before authorities could know
what impact the underground reservoir would have on the city’s water supply.
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The federal water agency (Comisión Nacional del Agua, CONAGUA) will also assist in continuing
studies on the site. "We will drill two other exploratory wells, which, along with this one and a new
one planned by the Mexico City government, will give us four different sources to provide us a more
complete assessment of the area," said CONAGUA director David Korenfeld.
One of the biggest beneficiaries of the discovery would be the borough of Iztapalapa, where water
quality is poor because drilling is conducted at much shallower depths than in the rest of the city.
Some Mexico City officials said residents of the borough could begin receiving water from the new
aquifer by mid-2013.
Mooser said an initial assessment of the site suggests that the quality of the water in the aquifer is
probably not ready for immediate consumption, but a relatively inexpensive treatment would make
this new source of water drinkable.

Overtaxed aquifers, outdated infrastructure strain water supplies
There are many reasons behind the water woes in the capital. The most obvious problem is that
Mexico City’s water system is overtaxed because of the huge population that must be served. By
some estimates, about 21.2 million people live in the Mexico City metropolitan area. At present,
two-thirds of Mexico City's water is drawn from its overexploited aquifers, including the Texcoco
aquifer, and the remainder is imported from outlying river basins. The gradual sinking of Mexico
City is attributed to the overexploitation of these underground reservoirs, since water is extracted at
a faster rate than can be replenished by rainfall and other natural sources.
The overuse of aquifers is a common problem around the country. A recent CONAGUA report
suggested that 100 of Mexico’s 650 aquifers are overexploited (SourceMex, March 30, 2011).
But there are other reasons for the water shortages, including outdated pipelines and other
infrastructure, which contribute to major leaks and water waste (SourceMex, June 27, 2001). Recent
data indicates that the city conducts repairs on 50 to 60 broken pipes daily.
A third problem that has affected the capital in recent years has been drought, even though the dry
conditions are not as severe in Mexico City as in other regions of the country, particularly the central
and northern states (SourceMex, Aug. 1, 2007, and Aug. 12, 2009).
A severe drought in 2009 forced city officials to implement a rationing system, and some lowerincome neighborhoods were denied water altogether or had to rely on water trucks to bring in
supplies (SourceMex, Feb. 4, 2009).
Another byproduct of drought in recent years has been conflict with neighboring states, which
resent the capital for taking away water that could be used locally. But the problem is found not
only in Mexico City. In Guadalajara, Mexico’s second-largest city, the government has clashed with
rural and indigenous communities regarding water projects and land rights (SourceMex, March 9,
2011).
The presence of the aquifer could ease water conflicts with neighboring states. "It is good to have
water reserves in the Valley of México Basin during an era of climate change that is bringing us
drought and causing stress to the Lerma and Cutzamal Rivers," said Perló Cohen.
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Some observers noted a lack of long-term vision for water policy by recent Mexico City
administrations. They said Mexico City mayors, particularly Marcelo Ebrard (2006-2012), placed a
lot of emphasis on improving the city’s air quality but did little to address water problems.
Ebrard, who hosted a mayoral conference on climate change in Mexico City in November 2010
(SourceMex, Nov. 17, 2010, and NotiEn, December 2010), managed to reduce carbon dioxide levels in
the capital by 100,000 tons annually through improvements in public transportation and the launch
of a bike-sharing program.
"There was a lot of leadership in the environmental sector," said Guillermo Velasco, coordinator of
environmental studies at the Centro Mario Molina. "But on the water issue it was more of the same.
New concepts are needed instead of having the idea that everything can be fixed [by replacing]
pipes."
But Aguirre pointed out that the exploratory work on the Iztapalapa site was started in 2010 during
the Ebrard administration.
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©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

